A few weeks ago, the city of Trondheim hosted the Starmus festival, an event celebrating science, the universe, life and rock music.
success. Parts of the program was broadcast on Norwegian television. The Norwegian royal family were in the audience. The festival sold many tickets. Despite scattered criticism, mainly concerning gender issues, price, and the absence of social science and humanities perspectives, the national and international media coverage was positive. At some point, the bi-annual festival deserves full-on empirical or theoretical STS-scrutiny (NJSTS would love to publish that, so consider this an open invitation). This, however, is not the time or place.
Instead, I want to address how the festival actualizes a distinction between an STS-gaze at the scientific process, and the way science tends to be framed by the media, by science funders, politicians, university management, and sometimes by scientists themselves.
The latter kind of accounts portrays science as a fact-producing machine, as a unified force against medieval ignorance and a guiding star for modern societies. Science supposedly knows all, sees all, and is free of values, history, culture, politics, drama and all the things that otherwise plague our societies. Thus, it can also produce "objective" policy advice, of which I suppose Hawking's conclusion that we should "evacuate the planet!" is meant to be an example.
As STS scholars, we have heard such stories in the past, and we have read countless studies with different narratives about the production of scientific knowledge. From such accounts, STS scholars learn that knowledge-production takes place in, and is shaped by specific historical and cultural contexts. That it involves a range of specific skills and methods, that it is fraught with controversy. From Donna Haraway STS have learned that what she calls the "God-view", seeing everything from nowhere, is just a trick. Every scientist is situated in a social setting, a geographical space, a historical time, a cultural milieu. Every scientist has a work process, which is also situated. Every work process involves tools, skills, thoughts, all of which are all distinctly parts of place, time, and culture. STS knows that humans write scientific articles, and that the position from which these humans write their articles, is not trivial.
There are many things to be said about all of this, but in light of the current issue of NJSTS, some things deserve specific mention. The first is the ability of STS to highlight the distributed character of techno-scientific practices. Brilliant minds do not move the world on their own; they depend on un-sung heroes like technicians, assistants, curators, peers, publishers, editors. In many disciplines, they also rely on the many animals who populate laboratories, and social relations, as it is a matter of nuts and bolts. Thus, they stress how technology and politics are intertwined, as well as how making "it" work is a distributed, social accomplishment.
"Science" is not one thing; it is a whole multitude of practices, technologies and collectives enacted in so many different sites that reducing it to a singular idea will likely do "it" more harm than good.
Research is clearly important, and its role in society should not be underestimated. However, we also need a realistic understanding of the role of science in society, rooted in what actually goes on in universities and research institutions. If nothing else, events like Starmus serves to highlight the continued need to probe the practices of science from an STS perspective, to elevate the status of the countless multi-species unsung heroes of everyday research, and the multiple practices that constitutes the process of producing scientific facts.
